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Why teach social studies? 
 
To prepare students for living in a democratic 

society and interdependent world. 
l  To be informed and thoughtful 
l  To act politically  
l  To have moral and civic virtues such as concern 

for others, social responsibility and the belief in 
the capacity to make a difference. 

     Civic Mission of Schools, 2003 



“A clear and compelling narrative helps us find 
meaning, not just scattered facts and abstract 
ideas. Stories help us remember and make sense 
of our lives and the lives around us….A story is not 
a diversion; the best stories make our lives more 
understandable and focused” (p. 48). 
 

Wiggins, G & McTighe, J. (1998). Understanding by design. Alexandria, VI: ASCD. 
 
And others… 
Bruner, J. (1990).  Acts of meaning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Egan, K. (2001). Imagination. in Turning the perspective: New outlooks on 
education. Enschede: CIDREE/SLO 
Egan, K. (1990).  Romantic understanding: The development of rationality and 
imagination, ages 8-15. New York: Routledge. 
Downey, M. & Levstik, L. (1991). Teaching and learning history. In J. Shaver (Ed.). 
Handbook of research on social studies teaching and learning (pp.400-410). New 
York: Macmillan. 
 
 
 



Research suggests that students start to develop 
social responsibility and interest in politics before 
the age of nine. The way they are taught about 
social issues, ethics, and institutions in 
elementary school matters a great deal for their 
civic development.”  
 
 

Civic Mission of Schools, p. 12 



A Powerful Narrative Structure 
for Curriculum Integration:  
The Storypath Strategy 
  
 The Storypath strategy uses the components of 
story--scene, character and plot--to organize 
curriculum into meaning and memorable learning 
experiences.  

 

 It is more than reading a story, it is living the 
story guided by the teacher as learners create 
the scene, become the characters and solve the 
problems presented through the plot.  



           What is Storypath? 
  The Storypath strategy uses the components of 

story--scene, character and plot--to organize 
curriculum into meaning and memorable 
learning experiences.  
  
 Storypath offers both a structure to organize 
learning experiences 
    AND 
 a strategy of teaching that utilizes an inquiry/
questioning process. 

 



A Typical Storypath Structure… 

Episodes 
• Creating the setting 
• Creating the characters  
• Building context 
• Critical incidents 
• Concluding Event  



  
 
 

The Questioning Process 
 

Problematizes content, encourages 
substantive conversations 

                           and  

guides students’ thinking about 
important concepts and values. 



A Powerful Integration Model 

l   Social studies provides an authentic and engaging 
context for literacy learning, especially informational literacy. 

l  Using literacy skills to learn about the social world provides 
authentic and meaningful applications. 

l  Literacy skills are practiced within a real world context. 
l  Acting politically, a hallmark of social studies, requires strong 

literacy skills. 



Democracy in Action: 
Communities Make Decisions 

Episode 1:  The Community 
Episode 2:  The Community Members 
Episode 3:  Community Identify 
Episode 4:  Understanding Local Government 
Episode 5:  The New Shopping Mall 
Episode 6:  A Planning Commission Meeting 

Episode 7:  Celebrating the Community 
 



         Creating the Setting  
 

 
 Students create the setting by completing 
 a frieze (mural) or other visual 
 representation of the place. 
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       Creating the Characters 
 

 
Students create characters for the story 
whose roles they will play during 
subsequent episodes. 

!



Character Biography 
l  Character’s Name 
l  Age  
l  Date of birth 
l  Place of birth 
l  Occupation 
l  Personality traits 
l  Leisure activities 
l  Interesting anecdote 
l  Roles in the community 

Assessment: 
  The biography is appropriate 

to the family and community 
created. It includes an 
anecdote that is imaginative 
and believable. The figure of 
the character matches the 
biography. At least two logical 
communities roles are 
identified. 







            Building Context 
 

 
Students are involved in activities that 
stimulate them to think more deeply 
about the people and place they have 
created. 
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    Building Context… 
 Community Identity 

 
What makes communities special? 
Learning about…
l  Timelines
l  Community celebrations
l  Special community features





    Building Context… 
  

 
Understanding Local Government 
 





            Critical Incidents 
 

 
Characters confront problems typical of 
those faced by people of that time and 
place. 

!

















            Concluding Event 
 

 
Students plan and participate in an activity that 
brings closure to the story. 

 
For Communities Make Decisions… 

 Students plan a community celebration based 
on the outcome of the critical incident. 



…And Another 
Example 

 

The Struggle for 
Independence  



Struggle for 
Independence 

Episode 1:  Colonial Boston 
Episode 2:  The Colonists 
Episode 3:  Life and Work in Colonial Boston 
Episode 4:  Taxes from Britain 
Episode 5:  Arrival of British Troops 
Episode 6:  The Boston Massacre 
Episode 7:  A Bold Protest 

Episode 8:  Declaring a Position 
 







Character Biography 
l  Character’s Name 
l  Age  
l  Responsibilities at home 
l  Jobs in family business 
l  Personality traits 
l  Leisure activities 
l  Interesting life experience 
l  Relatives or close friends 

Assessment: 
  The biography is 

appropriate to the family 
and colonial times. It 
includes an anecdote that 
is imaginative and 
believable. The figure of 
the character matches 
the biography.  





 
 
 
 
 

l  Organize social studies content by providing a 
meaningful context for learning the skills of literacy. 
(The logic of narrative, or story, is a powerful 
structure for organizing content when teaching for 
understanding.) 

 
l  Develop students’ literacy skills so they can apply 

them strategically to make sense of what they read 
and write.  

 
l  Create lessons so that students know the why, 

when, and how to apply such skills so that they 
become independent readers and writers.  

 

Literacy 



 
 Literacy 

The Reading Process    
Focus direct instruction lessons to assist in reading. 
l  Use of index, table of contents, etc. 
l  Evaluate primary sources 
l  Distinguish fact from opinion 
l  Recognize biased language 
l  Find main idea and supporting details 
l  Compare and contrast information 
l  Recognize and make inferences 
l  Connect information to what you already know 
l  Scan to quickly find information 
l  Understand visuals 

 
  

 
 



Literacy 
Teach Vocabulary in Context 
Teach vocabulary in context with clear definitions and 

explicit instruction; vocabulary is introduced and 
reinforced through multiple approaches. 

 
l  Visual representations 
l  Talking and Listening (substantive discussions) 
l  Role playing 
Before …  
l  Writing  

  
 
 







 
 

 Literacy 
The Writing Process  

 
Focus direct instruction lessons to assist in 

writing. 
 
l  Use the writing process 
l  Write for a variety of purposes 
l  Effectively use writing traits 
l  Evaluate writing 

  
 
 







A student response 
      Dec. 18, 1773 

Dear Beth and John, 
 
Ive finally come to a decision, and I want to be a loyalist. I know this 
is rather shocking news but feel no urge to have my grandson or my 
son-in-law go fight. I am highly against treason and having my 
family go die for a few pence. We must remember Britain has the 
strongest army on the face of the earth and we stand no chance 
against them. I know you feel differently about this war but did you 
ever think about your husband having a bayonet going through him? 
Did you realize you could be killing family? I know this is a very 
difficult decision and I don’t want to push you. When you’ve reached 
your decision, please write. Remember I support you no matter what.  

Your cousin, 
Catherine Hawkins 



Fair Go Model of Student 
Engagement* 

Centralizes  
Student Engagement 

 
 …to enhance both  

learning and social outcomes  
students need to “buy into” the educational 

experience  
 
*http://www.psfp.nsw.edu.au/projects/index.html#Fair%20Go 



Features of Engaging 
Classrooms 

l  High cognitive, high affective and high 
operative tasks 

l  Quality instructional practices 
l  “Insider classroom” interactions   
  

 Students receive messages about  
 knowledge, their ability, classroom 
control, their place and their voice. 


